






Determining Media Ethics 
in Traditional Media: Terminological Issues
Abstract
In traditional media we will often find a wrongful persuasion lingering through: that media 
ethics is synonymous with journalism	ethics, that is, that we can place a sign of equivalence 
among these two ethics. This misinterpretation consists in narrowing down the relevant 
moral­ethical media communications and media practice solely to the journalist’s field, 
instead of understanding it as the application of the philosophical­ethical thinking of the 
specific area of human practice related to the mass communication. This indicates tendency 
to reject the fact that the moral­ethical responsibility may be divided in every mass­media 
act accordingly. Thus it is simpler to consider that the media ethics is not that much more 
different and diverse than the journalism ethics. Because of that, the first step we ought to 
do is to terminologically distinguish the notion and the subject matter of media ethics from 
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More	specifically,	the focal point in the journalism ethics is the journalist as a 
moral subject with own individual moral, who acts in a complex relationship 
within his own profession, with all the other actors in the mass media, whereby 
the journalist is carrying a moral responsibility for his own actions before the 
judgment of her personal conscience and before the judgment of other actors 
in mass media, and also before the judgment of the public.	At	the	same	time	
journalist,	as	a	moral	subject,	has	a	moral	duty	to	follow	specific	media-related	
moral	norms	and	obligations	of	professional	ethics	i.e.	the	journalistic	ethos.










sanja [Ethics of Informing],	 translated	 by	
Vera	Ilijin,	Clio,	Beograd	1999,	p.	7.
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Cf.	Patrick	Lee	Plaisance,	Media Ethics: Key 










they	 co-exist?”,	 in:	 M.	 Kieran	 (ed.),	Media 
Ethics,	pp.	1–14,	p.	4.
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This	 analysis	 refers	 to	 the	 necessary	 distin-
guishing	between	media	ethics	and	journalis-
tic	ethics	in	traditional	mass	media,	but	not	in	
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The	 same	 applies	 to	 researching	 journalist	
ethos.
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About	 responsible	 entities	within	 the	media	
see:	 Dennis	 McQuail,	Media Performance: 









– Media ethics is the system of moral values, opinions, judgments, regula­
tions, norms, and obligations of the moral, ethically responsible actions 






– Media ethics is the system of philosophical (ethical) opinions which refer to 











        the moral of media organizations, journalists, and audience
Considering	 that	media ethics	 is	 being	 perceived	 as	 belonging	 to	 applied	
ethics,	with	the	basic	subject	of	deliberating	and	regulating	concrete	human	
practice	in	the	area	of	morally-connoted	modern	mass	media,	the	media-ethi-






media	agents,	 is	norming	 the	moral	behaviour	of	 the	different	mass	media	
actors,17	which	is	the	following:
1)	 Institutional	 and	organizational	 area	of	mass	media:	ethos of the media 
organization;
2)	Area	 of	 the	 individual	 action	of	 the	 creator	 and	 the	distributor	 of	mass	
media:	ethos of journalist;
3)	Area	of	user	(recipient):	ethos of audience.
Institutional-organizational	 responsibility,	 the	 ethos	 of	 media	 institutions,	
represents	the	responsibility	of	media	organizations	for	the	general	and	con-
crete	moral	orientation	of	 the	 totality	of	 its	activity	 (abiding	 to	 the	general	





media	organization	sets	a	moral	 self-obligation	 to	a	conduct,	 in	a	way,	ad-
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acts	according	 to	 its	moral	character.	She	 is	 led	by	her	own	moral	convic-








Ethos	of	 the	audience is	 the	 third	 integral	part	of	 the	general	media	ethics.	
The	relationship	of	the	audience	and	the	provided	content,	and	the	influences	
of	mass	media	 is	not	value	neutral,	but	quite	 the	opposite.	Mass	media,	 in	
larger	or	smaller	scale,	are	impacting	the	general	value	orientations	of	audi-
12
Dejan	Donev,	Etika vo novinarstvoto	[Ethics 
of Journalism],	UKIM,	Skopje	2011,	p.	156–
157.	For	philosophical	issues	in	this	area,	see:	
Elliot	D.	Cohen	(ed.),	Philosophical Issues in 










Ibid.,	 p.	 9.	 See:	 Denis	 Huisman,	 L’Age du 
faire: Pour une morale pour la communica­




a	 media	 sphere	 see:	 Clifford	 G.	 Christians,	
Mark	 Fackler,	 Kathy	 Richardson,	 Peggy	
Kreshel,	 Robert	 H.	 Woods,	 Media Ethics: 
Cases and Moral Reasoning,	Routledge,	New	
York	2016,	pp.	1–4.
17
Matthew	Kieran, Media Ethics: A Philosophi­
cal Approach,	 Paeger,	Westport	 (CT)	 1997,	
pp.	2–3.
18
About	 this	 problem	 see:	 Conrad	 C.	 Fink,	
Media Ethics:	In the Newsroom and Beyond,	
McGraw-Hill,	 New	 York	 1988,	 especially	
“Ethics	of	Job	–	Deciding	and	Acting”.
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Fred	Brown,	Journalism Ethics: A Casebook 
































This	means	that	the audience has a civil responsibility in securing free jour­






























Firstly,	ethical reflection of mass media system originates	in	the	general	per-
spective	 of	 understanding	mass	media	 as	 one	 of	 the	most	 influential	 post-
modern	sources	of	creating	a	certain	image	for	the	reality.	In	the	centre	is	the	




















For	media	 influence	 see:	 Robert	 S.	 Fortner,	
“The	 Ethics	 of	 a	 Very	 Public	 Sphere”,	 in:	
Robert	 S.	 Fortner,	 P.	 Mark	 Fackler	 (eds.),	
The Handbook of Global Communication and 
Media Ethics,	Volume	2,	Blackwell	Publishing,	




politics	of	 the	media:	 the	quest	 for	quality”,	
in:	 Andrew	 Belsey,	 Ruth	 Chadwick	 (eds.),	




Tolić,	Mediji i mladi: prevencija ovisnosti o 
medijskoj manipulaciji [Media and Youth: 
Prevention of Addiction to Media Manipula­
tion], Sveučilišna	knjižara,	Zagreb	2009.
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Handbook of Mass Media Ethics,	Routledge,	
New	York	2009,	pp.	3–12.
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M. Kieran, Media Ethics,	p.	3.
25




See:	 Clifford	 G.	 Christians,	 “Primordial	 Is-
sues	 in	 Communication	 Ethics”,	 in:	 Robert	
S. Fortner,	P.	Mark	Fackler	(eds.),	The Hand­




For	example,	 these	are	 the	various	 forms	of	
entertainment,	commercials,	depiction	of	go-
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Having	in	mind	the	fact	that	there	is	a	large	number	of	the	leading	modern	
conceptions	 of	 philosophical	 ethics	 which	 are	 individualistically	 incorpo-



















make	media	 ethics	based on the understanding of the ethical character of 
human communication itself.33	 It	 is	 about	 the	meaning	 and	 the	 essence	 of	




dia ethics may results from the connection with the universal principles of 
truth, trustworthiness, and righteousness, making it possible to derive specific 











the main engine for the shaping and reshaping of world and life itself, aproxi­
















This	is	additionally	supported	by	the	fact	that	the media are not just an ap­
paratus, organization or a group, but are before all a dispositive for the crea­
tion of conversational worlds, the very cultural­communicative environment 
which embeds content, meaning and collective gestures which result in or 
produce change.	Created





















Media Discourse,	 Edward	 Arnold,	 London	
1995.
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Modern	 expansion	 of	mass	 communication,	






Information ethics developed	 from	 commu-
nication	ethics.	Increased	growth	of	need	for	
information	 in	 post-industrial	 society,	 along	
with	associated	possibility	 for	 the	misuse	of	
information,	 have	 conditioned	 the	 need	 for	
ethics	which	might	 examine	 the	morally	 al-
lowed	 behaviour	 regarding	 the	 creation	 and	
use	 of	 information.	 See:	 Masha	Woodbury,	
“Ethics	 and	 information”,	 in:	 Jorge	 Reina	
Schement	(ed.),	Encyclopedia of communica­
tion and information,	 Vol.	 I–III,	 Macmillan	
Reference,	New	York	2002,	pp.	296–299.
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For	 a	 detailed	 elaboration	 see:	 Thomas	 W.	




cation: Remarks on Discourse Ethics,	 trans-
lated	 by	 Ciaran	 Cronin,	 MIT	 Press,	 Cam-
bridge	1993.
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situation	may	 also	 represent	 a	 paradigmatic	
example	for	this	newly	occurred	situation).
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Određivanje etike medija u 
tradicionalnim medijima: terminološke poteškoće
Sažetak
U tradicionalnim medijima često ćemo pronaći suptilno pojavljivanje pogrešnog uvjerenja da su 
etika medija i etika	novinarstva sinonimni, odnosno da između njih možemo staviti znak jedna­
kosti. Nerazumijevanje proizlazi iz sužavanja relevantne moralno-etičke medijske komunikacije 
i prakse na područje novinarstva umjesto razumijevanja da se radi o primjeni filozofsko-etičkih 
promišljanja posebnog područja ljudske prakse vezane za masovnu komunikaciju. To upućuje 
na nastojanja da se odbija činjenica da se moralno-etička odgovornost mora raspodijeliti na 
temelju medija. Utoliko je jednostavnije pretpostaviti da etika medija nije toliko drugačija od 
etike novinarstva. Zbog toga je prvi korak terminološki razlučiti pojma i predmet etike medija 




Bestimmung der Ethik der Medien in 
traditionellen Medien: terminologische Schwierigkeiten
Zusammenfassung
In den traditionellen Medien stoßen wir häufig auf das subtile Erscheinen einer irrtümlichen 
Überzeugung, wonach Medienethik und journalistische	Ethik Synonyme sind, bzw. wonach man 
zwischen ihnen ein Gleichheitszeichen setzen kann. Diese Fehldeutung ergibt sich aus der Ver­
engung der relevanten moralethischen Medienkommunikation und praxis auf den Bereich des 
Journalismus, anstatt einzusehen, dass es sich hier um die Anwendung philosophisch­ethischer 
Erwägungen eines speziellen Bereichs der menschlichen Praxis handelt, die im Zusammenhang 
mit der Massenkommunikation steht. Dies deutet auf die Bemühungen hin, die Tatsache abzu­
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lehnen, dass die moralethische Verantwortung auf der Grundlage der Medien verteilt werden 
muss. Insofern ist es einfacher anzunehmen, dass die Medienethik nicht so verschieden von der 
Ethik des Journalismus ist. Aus diesem Grund heißt der erste Schritt, den Begriff wie auch den 





Déterminer l’éthique des médias dans 
les médias traditionnels : difficultés terminologiques
Résumé
On retrouve souvent dans les médias traditionnels l’apparition subtile de la fausse conviction 
selon laquelle l’éthique des médias et l’éthique	du	journalisme sont synonymes, soit qu’il est 
possible de placer un signe d’égalité entre eux. L’incompréhension découle du fait de limiter 
une communication et une pratique pertinentes des médias éthico­morales dans le domaine du 
journalisme au lieu de comprendre qu’il s’agit de l’application de réflexions éthico­philosophi­
ques d’un domaine particulier de la pratique humaine liée à la communication de masse. Cela 
renvoie aux tentatives qui refusent l’idée que la responsabilité éthico­morale doit être attribuée 
sur la base des médias. En raison de cela, le premier pas consiste à distinguer, d’un point de 
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